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Objectives: The usefulness of dispersion forecasts depends on proper interpretation of 
results. Understanding the uncertainty in model predictions and the range of possible 
outcomes is critical for determining the optimal course of action in response to terrorist 
attacks. One of the objectives for the Modeling and Prediction initiative is creating tools 
for emergency planning for special events such as the upcoming the Olympics. 
Meteorological forecasts hours to days in advance are used to estimate the dispersion at 
the time of the event. However, there is uncertainty in any meteorological forecast, 
arising from both errors in the data (both initial conditions and boundary conditions) and 
from errors in the model. We use ensemble forecasts to estimate the uncertainty in the 
forecasts and the range of possible outcomes. 

Recent Progress: An approach for quantifying meteorological uncertainty is via 
development of an ensemble of forecasts from slightly perturbed initial conditions 
(Sivillo et al., 1997) to predict the time evolution of the probability density function of 
atmospheric variables (Mullen and Baumhefner, 1994). We create an ensemble of 
forecasts by varying the initial (and boundary) conditions for the COAMPS 
meteorological model. The variations in the initial conditions must be consistent with 
analysis error. Optimally, the range of initial conditions would encompass the “true” 
atmospheric state, but which is never actually known. Our method for creating varying 
initial conditions is to use different global data sets to derive the necessary data. We use 
two models from the National Weather Service (the AVN and ETA models) and one 
from the Navy (the NOGAPS model). In addition to those data sets we perturb the data 
from those models, using a normally distributed random number at each grid point in the 
COAMPS model. We perturb the (u,v) wind components, the temperature and the 
moisture. The size of the perturbation is determined by the variability within that variable 
field. The forecasts are run for 48 hours. We then use the output from the COAMPS 
model to drive a Lagrangian dispersion model (LODI) for simulated releases. The results 
from a simulated release from hour 33 are shown in Figure 1. The center of the domain is 
Oakland airport and the basic on-shore wind is from the southwest. In three of the 
simulations, the plume goes over the top of the hills to the northeast, and in the other 
three the plume hugs the coastline and goes around those hills The two solutions reflect a 
dependence on the Froude number, a ratio of the Kinetic energy to Potential energy. 
Higher Kinetic energy flow (Higher Froude number) flow goes over the top of the 



mountain, while lower Kinetic energy flow goes around the hills. 

Figure 1. The six COAMPS simulations included in the ensemble. The simulations 
are labeled with the large-scale model used to create the initial conditions, 
without (labeled 0) and with (labeled 1) perturbations. The concentrations are 
contoured. the topography is represcntcd by the grey-scale. 

Future Outlook: We will continue to perform ensemble forecasts, using means and 
differences of the global data sets to create initial conditions. We expect to create 
ensembles with up to 20 individual forecasts. Using our forecast system to demonstrate 
the value of ensemble forecasts to estimate uncertainty in dispersion forecasts we will 
make forecasts in a prototype real situation, such as the Olympics Games to be held in 
Salt Lake City and the surrounding area. 

We also plan to use ensemble methods to study uncertainty due to the the range of 
possible model parameters and stochastic fluctuations stemming from the turbulent nature 
of the atmosphere (Lewellen and Sykes, 1989), with particular emphasis on the 
sensitivity to urban-canopy parameters. 
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